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INTRODUCTION 

The field trip to the Gowanus Canal and the surrounding area was planned to be held on the 

7th of September, at 10:40 in the morning. Just to get a better idea about the place I arrived at the 

Bergen Street station (F train) a little early and started trolling on Smith Street, Hoyt Street, Doughlass 

Street and Bond Street. The weather was unexpectedly clear and perfect for such a trip. As learnt in the 

class, from several videos, Wikipedia articles and Bowery Boys podcast, I expected a very stinky and dirty 

place. At the first sight I was pretty surprised to see a well-organized and clean neighborhood at the 

Smith Street (Jolie Cantina is a one of the reason behind such a surprise). However, arriving at the brick-

laid path on Doughlass Street, my surprise turned into an absolute disgust because of the strong sewage 

smell.  
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Image shows Jolie Cantina, a café with a tin ceiling on Smith Street 

The objective of the trip was to get an overview of the Gowanus Canal and its surrounding 

areas. The study was conducted walking and observing the neighborhood. Data were collected in 

various methods like note taking (both texts and sketch), audio and video recording, photography and 

talking to the residents of the area. This report will include the different observations, analysis of the 

information, images from the site, specialized vocabulary section and questions that will intensify 

further research. 

SITE OBSERVATIONS:  

I took the F train from West 4 to Bergen Street to meet the rest of the class for the field trip. As 

earlier mentioned by professor, “once you are on the Douglass Street, just keep walking, until you can’t 

walk anymore- and that’s where you see the canal”, this is exactly what I did to find my way.  

 The neighborhood seemed very quiet. I didn’t see much people on the street (like you would 

expect anywhere in Brooklyn). There were few similar looking 3-4 family houses. These were mostly two 

to three storied. These were attached buildings and had similar shades of brown (some were brick red) 

as their color.  
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Image shows the houses on Doughlass Street. 

As it is seen from the image, there were few parked cars on the edges of the streets and vegetation 

along the staircases and front yard of these houses. 

On my way towards the canal, I also observed a church from a distance. The church as most 

churches are was very beautiful. 

 

St Agnes Roman Catholic Church on Sackett Street 
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Housing Project by NYCHA 

As I proceeded further, I could see these housing complexes by NYCHA (New York City Housing 

Authority). The one in the image has an alternative high school as well. From the scaffold on the right (in 

the image), one can understand that the construction is still in progress.   

 After wandering about the surrounding area, I walked on a brick-laid path that led me to the 

place, where I could see the canal absolutely clear. When I reached the meeting place, some of my 

classmates were already there, sketching. This motivated me to observe the canal and sketch. The canal 

looked about 2 miles long. The water in the canal looked very unhygienic and contaminated with soap. 

We also saw the pump station that was originally constructed as part of the flushing system of the canal. 

The side we were watching the canal from was very calm, quiet, had benches around and ideal to spend 

some time to do some sketching. But the other side seemed absolutely neglected, virtually vacant 

except for constructional vehicles.  
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The sketch shows the gowanus canal that we saw at the first sight 

 

 

This sketch also shows the Gowanus canal but from a different angle.  

 

 

The other side of the canal had 

industrial vehicles like cranes, 

trucks, etc; poor vegetation, 

industrial equipment and industrial 

wastes dumped as mentioned on 

the image 
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After observing the canal for a while we headed towards the Bond Street. At Bond and Doughlass Street 

we saw some buildings that had modern architecture.  These had rooftop vegetation. 

 

The image was taken on Bond and Douglass Street to illustrate the different geometric patterns of these 

modern architectures. Vegetation is also seen on the sidewalks.   

 Besides, these buildings, there were some housing projects. These buildings were comparatively 

higher (about 9 to 10 stories). Other than the housing projects, there were houses that looked relatively 

older. The most noticeable thing about these houses is the size of their garage door. Industrial vehicles 

could be a possible reason for this. This solidifies the fact of the place being very industrial. 

                              

The Housing Projects      (Sketch)                              Buildings with large garages 
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Sketch of the housing project from an angle 

These housing projects are built in such a way that the buildings have maximum exterior area for 

vegetation and also shape and material of the building could be chosen in such a way that it survives the 

harsh New York City Weather for a long time.  

               

A mural on the sidewalk                                                                                                                                                 

As we proceeded further we saw 

an interesting mural near the 

Gowanus Conservancy (This has 

a little garden that is used to hold 

rain water). We are unsure of the 

fact whether this is an official 

mural (purposely done by the 

conservancy to spread awareness 

against pollution) or is it the work 

of just a passerby that happened 

to have spray paint! 
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                                                                                          The Green Building on the Union Street 

 Another fascinating observation on Union Street is the National Packing Box Factory. This box 

factory was originally a single building, that eventually became a five building complex. Now it is used as 

a museum dedicated to the history of the canal. 

 

The box factory on Union Street 

 We kept on moving around the neighborhood and arrived at one of the unique feature of the 

place: the bridges. There are two drawbridges here, the Union Street Bridge and the Carroll Street 

Bridge. Well, there’s nothing too unique about a drawbridge, but how it is drawn might surprise the 

observer; specifically the Carroll Street Bridge which opens sideways. Professor mentioned during the 

trip, that there are only four of such kinds in the country. 

When we were on Union Street, 

more accurately on 460 Union 

Street we saw moss green 

building. This building is uses as 

an event space. However, pretty 

expensive to afford an event there! 

From the color, the texture, the 

scale and the design of the factory 

it looked really old. The Belgium 

blocks on the ground made me 

almost see the horse buggies 

parked under those staircases in 

the photo. 



 

8   

 

The iron bar that apparently looked like a railroad to us was actually the track for the bridge to move 

sideways 

  

Graffiti reflecting the dream of making Gowanus the Venice of New York 

 This dream might turn into pretty close to reality with Gowanus being a superfunded site now 

and the gentrification that is currently going through. Right across the bridge, the multi-storied modern 

condominiums with a roof top deck along with the whole foods chain definitely indicate gentrification. 

    

While taking a walk along the 

bridge we saw yet another 

interesting mural on the other side 

that read “Welcome to Venice” 
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The posh looking condominiums across the Carroll Street Bridge 

 Speaking of the Whole Foods- our trip ended near the whole foods on 3rd Street. The walk to the 

whole foods was a delightful one. It had beautiful sidewalks, vegetation running along the sides and an 

oyster restoration project.  

 

The sign showing the Billion Oyster Project Restoration Site 

ANALYSIS/DISCOVERIES  

 From all the above observations, some of the strong conclusions could be made about the 

preservation of ecology, gentrification and its effects. 

 I think there are two Guardian Spirits (Genius Loci) of this place. The reason I think this way is 

because I can classify Gowanus in two kinds. One being an unplanned, undeveloped Gowanus and the 

other is the gentrified Gowanus. This is what makes Gowanus look like a “staccato”. Douglass Street, 

Bond Street, Nevins Street are places where the Guardian spirit is old and, the scale of the structures is 

not too high and is also proportional to the width of the street. On the other hand, places like Union 

Street, Carroll Street has a young and comparatively more “lively” Genius Loci. I said “lively”, because 

this is the only place where we heard somebody yelling at someone else proving the existence of one of 

the important element of place-PEOPLE (Although, the yell was from a worker on the construction site!) 

The rest of the Gowanus canal neighborhood was dead silent. It can be concluded that the most 

important elements of this place are: Vegetation and Smell. Some of the places as mentioned in the 

earlier section had poor vegetation, while others were more taken care of. As Pat Bruno says, “The smell 

from the Gowanus was unbelievable”. But this pungent smell actually diminishes as we headed towards 

the Whole Foods and the elevated train station. After this visit, every time, I’ll think of Gowanus, I 

cannot think of it without thinking about the SMELL! 

 

Oysters, often referred to as one of the 

most important character of Gowanus 

were once edible. However, with 

contamination of the canal, eating 

Gowanus oyster could be very harmful. 

To restore those oysters back to its 

original glory of being delicious, the 

New York City Department of 

Education has started the Billion Oyster 

Project. 
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Unplanned Gowanus          Gowanus under Construction     Gentrified Gowanus 

  When we talked to Mr. Pat Bruno, mentioned that it was a creek before and during the 

industrial growth Brooklyn the creek was enlarged and straightened for barge access to New York 

Harbor. After the canal got contaminated due to improper sewage from the industries around it. From 

that to now, Gowanus has definitely undergone immense changes, but to Mr. Bruno, it has only been 

worse! 

 Now there will always be these controversies regarding changes, specifically gentrification. But 

due to rezoning and gentrification, this initially industrial area has a scope of becoming a more 

residential area in the near future (even in the presence of the parole center behind the concrete 

manufacturing!); especially with the NYCHA housing projects and the condominiums. But this could 

mean a higher living cost in the area.  

 To make it place suitable for residential, the cleanup of the pollution is essential. And this is 

where the preservation of ecology comes into play. Several projects mentioned in the earlier section are 

adding towards to it.  

KEYWORDS/ VOCABULARY  

 1. Gentrification: According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, it is the process of renewal and 

rebuilding a house or district accompanying the influx of middle -class or affluent 

people into deteriorating areas that often displaces poorer residents.  
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The growing business of chains in the area such as Whole Foods Market indicate gentrification in 

the Gowanus 

 2. Superfund: It is a United States federal government program designed to fund the cleanup of 

sites contaminated with hazardous substances and pollutants. It was established as 

the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) of 1980 

(United States. Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act of 

1980. Pub.L. 96–510, approved December 11, 1980. 42 U.S.C. 9601) 

 3. Miasma: A highly unpleasant or unhealthy smell or vapor formerly believed to cause disease. 

This was the reason people initially didn’t want to live at the Gowanus. 

 4. Zoning: It is a technique of land-use planning as a tool of urban planning used by local 

governments in most developed countries. 

 5. Cloud Drift: It is a series of cyanotype image flags flown from the Gowanus Canal’s bridges on 

Union, Carroll, Third and Ninth Streets. 
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An image explaining the Cloud Drift by Katarina Jerinic 

 6. Parole: It is the release of a prisoner temporarily (for a special purpose) or permanently before 

the completion of a sentence, on the promise of good behavior. On Bond and 2nd Street behind 

the concrete manufacturing, there is a parole center. The construction of this parole center was 

initially resisted by the public. 

 7. ClaireWare Pottery:  It is an urban-folk pottery showroom on the Union Street 

 

Image shows the logo of the pottery showroom 
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 8. Gowanus e-waste warehouse: The Lower East Side Ecology Center offers an electronic waste 

recycling program, and operates the Gowanus E-waste warehouse, located at 469 President 

Street, Brooklyn NY. 

 

Image shows the e-waste warehouse from outside. Also shows portion of a very mechanical and 

robotic looking mural on its wall. 

 

Image shows the other half of the mural on the side walls of the e-waste warehouse 
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 9. Pat Bruno: He’s an eight four year young man, born and raised in the Gowanus. We talked to 

this gentleman and got an idea of the Gowanus from a resident’s perspective who has seen the 

Gowanus before and during the change. 

  

Character of Gowanus: Pat Bruno 

The red building behind is the place where Pat Bruno was born. 

QUESTIONS for FURTHER RESEARCH 

 1. How can we differentiate between the old Gowanus and the new Gowanus? 

 2. How has zoning contributed to building the new Gowanus?  

 3. What do you mean by the authentic Gowanus? 
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 4. How do you think the developers of the area should advertise their projects so that the condos 

sell out quickly despite of the bad reputation of the place being polluted? 


